University of Rhode Island

DigitalCommons@URI
Senior Honors Projects

Honors Program at the University of Rhode
Island

5-2018

Choose Your Own Adventure: An Analysis of Gender Inequality in
Higher Education
Topaz Szewczok
University of Rhode Island, tleshinszewczokeghs@gmail.com

Bethany Parslow
University of Rhode Island, bethany_parslow@my.uri.edu

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.uri.edu/srhonorsprog
Part of the Family, Life Course, and Society Commons, Gender and Sexuality Commons, Inequality and
Stratification Commons, Place and Environment Commons, and the Sociology of Culture Commons

Recommended Citation
Szewczok, Topaz and Parslow, Bethany, "Choose Your Own Adventure: An Analysis of Gender Inequality in
Higher Education" (2018). Senior Honors Projects. Paper 611.
https://digitalcommons.uri.edu/srhonorsprog/611

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Honors Program at the University of Rhode Island at
DigitalCommons@URI. It has been accepted for inclusion in Senior Honors Projects by an authorized administrator
of DigitalCommons@URI. For more information, please contact digitalcommons@etal.uri.edu.

Choose Your Own Adventure: An Analysis of Gender Inequality in Higher Education
Bethany Parslow and Topaz Szewczok
Experiences
in Major
Comfort and
Enjoyment

.409 ***

Feelings about
Major

-.155

Year in
Undergrad

-.151

Opportunities

-.234**

Challenges

.063

“ To be sincere, when I enrolled in
engineering I did not know it was a
gendered field and it was a little
shocking when in classes I started to
notice that there were so few women
in the classroom. At least my
experience is that it helps to unite
[the women], and whenever
somebody challenged us, we were
ready to show that we were as
worthy, and sometime more, than our
male counterparts.”

People experience their gender
minority status differently
across cultures…
● Family and cultural norms
play a major role in the
choices an individual
makes
● This is extremely
prevalent in major and
occupational choices

“It's a long long road... you
could almost say that I grew
up with it because my
grandparents were in the field.
My grandfather was a tailor
and my grandmother was
seamstress.”

● Women had a higher response rate than
men in the survey
● Race was not deeply considered as a
major factor in overall experiences
● This study is just generalizable to state
universities and professors and may not
be applicable to other careers and levels
of prestige
● More research needs to be done to
further explore and address these issues

● We found that being a gender minority in a statistically gendered field impacts men
and women.
○ Some women use it to their advantage. They feel it gives them a platform to stand
out from the rest.
○ Other women may see it as a disadvantage and feel underestimated in their
discipline.
■ Some women report struggling to find a family and work balance
■ Men, in comparison, often times do not see their minority status. Many of the
men we interviewed did not report any stigma around themselves in their field
or feel as though they were ever questioned about their knowledge.
○ Culture and family life also play a major role in human agency according to the
findings of this study. Different countries have more cultural norms geared to
equality over economic success. The majority of the individuals we interviewed
grew up in countries outside of the United States and reported that they did not
take gender into account when choosing their major.
○ Among the two respondents from the United States, they both reported an
accepting family and one of them, a female, reported growing up with all male
siblings, making it more normative choosing a STEM field.

“I have a platform, my platform is
‘I’m different’ in the manner of my
gender. In fact, I’m going to go
ahead and say something a little
more bold and say ‘let’s milk it for
all its worth’.”
“Well, Canada is an interesting
country. If you take the idea of
cultural norms and you take the
idea of freedom and inequality in
the United States, freedom is right
at the top and inequality is always
lower down. We’ll sacrifice equality
if it infringes on personal freedoms.
Canada is much more dedicated to
equality: gender equality, income
equality, and it's much more
tolerant and willing to sacrifice
personal freedoms in order to make
that happen.”
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Implications &
Limitations

● One’s experiences within their major
and one’s levels of comfort &
enjoyment are significantly & positively
correlated (p< .001, r=.409).
● A student’s experiences within their
major & their feelings about their major
are negatively related but not statistically
significant(r=-.155).
● One’s experiences are negatively related
with their year in school but not
statistically significant (r=-.151).
● Experiences in one’s major and one’s
perception of available opportunities are
significantly & negatively correlated
(p<.01, r=-.234), and experiences are
not significantly correlated with one’s
perceptions of changes in the major.

What we know now...

● Men express needing to draw professional boundaries between students. Women also
expressed concerns about being sexaulized by their students.

Bethany (left) & Topaz (right) at the
annual Eastern Sociological Society’s
Conference in Baltimore, MD, Feb. 2018

We interviewed 7 professors from
various countries (2 US natives, 5
non-US natives)

Disadvantages of being a professor
of the minority gender:
● Men expressed needing to draw
clear professional boundaries
with their students
● Women expressed concern of
being sexualized by
students/colleagues and difficulty
in balancing their work and
family lives

How minority professors dealt with
their status:

Major stats

● Choosing a subsection of the
field that might not follow the
same gendered pattern
● Using their minority status to
stand out in comparison to
others in their field

Demographics of Student Respondents
Gender

58.7% Female

Race

81.3% Caucasian

First Generation

20.6% Yes

Year in School

69.0% Junior and above

What we already know...

Left to right: Christine
Zozula (sponsor), Topaz
Szewczok, Bethany Parslow
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“I think that’s because,
again, as a culture we
make far more excuses for
the failings of men than
we do for women.”

● Gender is a social construction
● “Doing gender” is a major source
of gender inequality (West &
Zimmerman, 1987)
● We learn gender through
imitation of parents and peers
● Gender is a performance

● Women tend to experience the
“glass ceiling” while men tend to
experience a “glass escalator”
● Women are underrepresented in
graduate level as well as highranking positions
● Our culture tends to stereotype both
men and women’s characteristics

● This study was conducted
through a series of (n=7)
interviews with professors
that hold a minority gendered
status in their profession.
● Data were also collected
from a survey distributed to
(n=155) undergraduate
students at the University of
Rhode Island using snowball
sampling.

How we did it...
● Statistically gendered fields
were determined as fields at
URI in which at least ⅔ of the
major, or 66.67% was
constituted of people who
identify with one gender.
● These fields include those
listed in the table to the right:

12 Most Gendered
Majors...

% Female

12 Most Gendered
Majors...

% Female

CMD

95.96%

Nursing BS

89.56%

HDF

89.73%

Animal Science

88.13%

Mechanical
Engineering

9.86%

Computer
Engineering

8.20%

Computer Science
BS

14.55%

Chemistry

14.29%

TMD

94.22%

Elementary
Education

92.16%

Dietetics BS

87.88%

Economics BS

19.44%

Independent variables:
Status as a gender minority
within a gendered major
Dependent variables:
Experience in major
(including, but not limited
to, grades achieved within
major, comfort in major
courses, comfort when
approaching professors,
opportunities available,
challenges posed, etc.)

